TRACTATE 


BESAH 


Besah (a.k.a., Yom Tob, festival) deals with the preparation of food on the festival 
day itself. Scripture permits doing so. “On the first day you shall hold a holy 
assembly, and on the seventh day a holy assembly; no work shall be done on those 
days; but what everyone must eat, that only may be prepared by you” (Exod 12:16 
Rsv). What is permitted on the first and seventh days of Passover is also permitted 
on Pentecost and on the first and seventh days of Tabernacles. 


Four central concerns are addressed. First, food intended for use on the festival 
must be both available and designated for that purpose, whether actually or 
potentially, prior to the festival. The second concern addressed is whether one 
may or may not carry on the preparation of food on the festival in exactly the same 
way in which one does on an ordinary day. The third concern is whether one may 
or may not prepare what is required for the preparation of food, that is, whether 
one may perform secondary or tertiary acts of labor, in the same way in which one 
may on an ordinary day. The fourth and final concern is whether one may or may 
not do such acts of labor at all. 


The Sabbath supplies the governing analogy. The tractate asks about 
distinguishing the actual preparation of food, which the Torah permits, from the 
indirect acts of labor required for the preparation of food. 


One may prepare food on the festival days of Passover, Pentecost, and 
Tabernacles. Scripture is explicit on that point. But the halakhah of Besah raises 
searching questions. The single most pervasive principle of halakhah is the 
insistence on designating before the festival the food intended for use on the 
festival, on the one hand, and linking the status of the household to the status (1.e., 
as to location) of his possessions, on the other. The householder must designate in 
advance what he is going to prepare on the festival for use on the festival. That 
designation represents an act of particularization: this batch of food for this 
festival in particular. 


This particularization is entirely familiar to us in another context altogether—the 
designation of the Passover offering from the halakhah of Pesahim. The animal to 
be used for a Passover offering must be designated for that purpose. Once the 
animal is designated, it cannot then be used for some secular purpose or even for 


